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In the past several months I, like many middle aged and older women and
men, have experienced chronic back pain, which means that I’ve visited the
physical therapist, exercised, and have seen a chiropractor. While this varied
course of action has been helpful, it has not “cured” the chronic pain. As
someone who has had the good fortune of avoiding a serious chronic
condition, the ongoing pain in my back has humbled me and frightened me,
and limited or altered my regular activities. In my current state of chronic pain,
I am unable to practice yoga to the extent I had become accustomed to
as something that I love to do. My gardening activities have been curtailed. I

cannot bike or hike to the extent that I like. I cannot even sit at my desk for
more than an hour at a time. I certainly cannot carry heavy loads. Indeed, if I
don’t think about my how my activities might impact my back, I could be
immobilized for a day or two. In short, chronic back-pain has become an
important new source of stress in my life.
The causes of back pain are numerous. Some are self-inflicted due to a
lifetime of bad habits. Other causes include accidents, muscle strains, and
sports injuries. Although the causes may be different, most often they share
the same symptoms: persistent aching or stiffness anywhere along the spine,
even radiating from the base of the neck to the hips; sharp, localized pain in
the neck, upper back, or lower back—especially after lifting heavy objects or
engaging in other strenuous activity; chronic ache in the middle or lower back,
especially after sitting or standing for extended periods. The pervasive nature
of back pain is most distressing: it radiates from the low back to the buttock,
down the back of the thigh, and into the calf and toes. It can even lead to an
inability to stand straight without having severe muscle spasms in the low
back. Needless to say, back pain demands constant attention.
In my work addressing the health and well being of middle aged and older
adults, I have often heard men and women complain of the devastating effects
of back pain on their life style. Research tells us that lower back pain is a
common feature of later adulthood. In fact, almost 80 % of adults experience
lower back pain at some point in their lives. As already mentioned, lower back
pain has a range of possible causes. Although malignancies can produce
back pain, they cause only 7 percent of the cases of back pain. The possibility
of developing back pain increases with age. Of the 36 million Americans 65 or
older, approximately half report experiencing one episode of back pain in a
calendar year. Nearly 20% of these older adults report multiple episodes of
back pain. For the majority of these men and women, back pain results from
factors related to excessive weight, inactivity, and stress.
As I have discovered, treatment options for chronic back pain are limited.
More often than not, treatment is aimed to relieve the individual of symptoms
and improve functioning. It would seem that for the best results,
pharmacological and non-pharmacological approaches could be combined. If
not attended to, chronic back pain can ultimately lead to chronic anxiety and
even depression.
Research on chronic back pain suggests that a number of activities might be
helpful. Most of these activities focus on staying active, exercising, and

reducing excessive weight. The inactivity data continue to be staggering. The
majority of older men and women do not engage in regular physical activity,
and only 25 % of men and women over the age of 65 engage in regular
exercise. The research results are clear: exercise not only promotes physical
health, but also advances happiness. Physical activity improves and heals the
body. It reduces anxiety and makes us feel more satisfied with life. On the
other hand, lack of activity is related to weight gain, especially as we age. It is
not surprising that 60% of Americans are overweight and 30% obese. In fact,
for the first time in decades, life expectancy is decreasing for segments of the
population in the United States.
Functional Fitness:
One great way to stay fit, maintain weight, and gain the added benefit of an
improved home space and community is to engage in functional fitness
activities. Although my chronic back pain makes this kind of activity more
challenging, I have found that it is still possible to engage in functional fitness
activities. These everyday activities provide us with cleaner houses, nicer
gardens, and more organized work-spaces. Walking up stairs, cleaning the
house, weeding the garden, and going to the market are all productive and
relatively easy ways to gradually become more active. These activities can be
undertaken slowly and deliberately, and it is never too late to start. Becoming
active even in one’s 60’s, 70’s or 80’s can improve, if not heal, such chronic
conditions as back pain, and improve overall function. Engaging in “functional
fitness” can often also be a way to remain socially integrated. Walking to the
market with a friend can become a social activity, and joining a community
garden can lead to a better diet, greater social integration, and increased
physical activity. As a result, functional fitness activities can increase one
sense of “generativity,” as Erik Erikson stated, and improve a person’s sense
of competence and control.
In the shadow of chronic pain, inactivity leads to a decline in functional
abilities, an increase in anxiety, an upsurge of depression, and an escalation
of chronic illness. My confrontation with chronic back pain has made
me realize that as we age, regardless of what we do, sooner or later we all
begin to experience a decree of physical decline. Exercise can postpone this
decline and help us to lead more fulfilling lives. Regardless of our
circumstances, doing something tends to be better than doing
nothing. Robert J. Havighurst propped a simple theory of activity and
aging. This theory, “Activity Theory,” proposes that declines due to aging are
delayed when women and men stay physically and socially active and

productive. In other words, the more you do, the better. The more meaningful
and useful those activities are, the better. Our self-image and identity are tied
to our roles and pursuits. It is detrimental to our health and happiness if we
disengage from our activities. On the other hand, if we are no longer able to
engage in certain activities or they are no longer enjoyable or meaningful to
us, it is important to modify or substitute other actions that are enjoyable and
meaningful. Living a fulfilling and active life is not easy at any age, and it
becomes more challenging as we become older, but the benefits far exceed
the efforts and costs.

